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During its opening session on March 15, the newly-elected National Assembly elected Foreign
Minister Ricardo Alarcon as its president, leading to his resignation from the cabinet. He has been
temporarily replaced by deputy foreign minister Fernando Ramirez Estenoz. The National Assembly
also unanimously re-elected Fidel Castro as President of the Council of State. The Council President
also serves as chief of state and commander-in-chief of the armed forces. Alarcon's selection as
National Assembly president and his acceptance of that post surprised many analysts. According
to media reports, one possible reason for the move is that serious changes are in store within the
National Assembly, changes which would grant that body a greater role in policy-making. On the
other hand, however, some Cuban political analysts interpreted the appointment as a dramatic loss
of power for Alarcon, a highly popular figure in Cuban politics. At present, the National Assembly
meets only twice each year, for about two days each time. Significant changes would have to be
introduced in order to extend the National Assembly's sessions and increase its powers in order
to allow the representatives to take a more active role in government. Currently, most legislative
work is handled by the Council of State, and by a multitude of working commissions. [The July 1991
constitutional reforms call for a reduction in the importance and functions of the work commissions,
suggesting that the National Assembly could take on some of those responsibilities.] Following
his election, Alarcon pledged to make the National Assembly more representative by increasing
contacts between deputies and the Cuban people. "The essence of democracy is precisely that how
to achieve the participation of people in their government," he said. "The key is linking the one
with the other." As for the new Council of State, analysts were surprised by a significant shake-up
in the directorate. Only three of the six Vice Presidents were re-elected: Raul Castro as First Vice
President, along with Juan Almeida Bosque and Jose Ramon Machado Ventura. The three new Vice
Presidents are Carlos Lage, Esteban Lazo, and Interior Minister Abelardo Colome Ibarra. The 31member Council of State is comprised of a President, six Vice Presidents, a secretary, and 23 other
members. Castro has been president of the Council of State since its creation in 1976, and has served
as head of the Cuban Communist Party (PCC) and commander-in-chief of the armed forces since
1959. (Sources: Agence France-Presse, Notimex, Associated Press, 03/15/93; Deutsche Press Agentur,
Spanish news service EFE, 03/16/93; Reuter, 03/15/93, 03/18/93)
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